




Acts 2: 1-8, 12-13, 43-47
            “Holy Rollers” we called them, the term much more a product of ignorance than of enmity or lack of respect.  No one whom I knew as a child quite understood these self-declared, spirit-filled people or had an idea of how best to talk about them.  People embraced by our rather spiritually crude label spoke enthusiastically about “receiving the Holy Ghost”—a term, by the way, that stirred within me personally enough discomfort, if not outright fear, to make me unsure as to whether or not I ever wanted to receive this special gift from God.  
            One late summer evening, instead of catching fire-flies and confining them to canning jars with holes punched in the top so the captives could get air, two or three of my childhood friends and I took up positions just outside the open front door of the worship center of the Pentecostal Church in our neighborhood.  I don’t think it was an interest in religion that took us there so much as the kind of inquisitive fascination that, on other occasions, took us to a circus or to a side-show at a traveling carnival.  
Every person in the sanctuary was standing.  Many were extending their arms into the air as if reaching for a God “up there.”  Most all were vigorously swaying their bodies from side to side.  Ever so often, somebody let out a loud scream, the kind of sanctified yelp that, during the Great Awakening early in our nation, people called a “holy whoop.”  Occasionally some of the worshipers fell down in the aisle as if they had been zapped by a bolt of lightning, their bodies jerking as they lay on the floor in some sort of catatonic state.  Other individuals jumped up and down in one place while still others dashed around the worship center leaping and hollering.  Periodically, the leader of the congregation as well as some of the congregants let loose a rhetorical flood of totally unintelligible words as if everyone else understood everything they were saying.  The theological term for this experience is glossalalia; the biblical and, now, vernacular term for it is “speaking in tongues.” 
Not in the thoughts behind my wide-eyes dotted head on that evening in my early childhood but later, when I was old enough to reflect on all of this behavior, I was most intrigued by the assumption on which all of this wildness was based—the assumption that reception of the Spirit of God in one’s life prompts an emotional outburst of uncontrollable proportions; the assumption that the closer a person is to God, the more the presence of God’s Spirit is self-evident in ecstatic personal behavior.  
Many years later, during my college days to be exact, two or three different friends and I attended several nights of Pentecostal “services” held in a rather large tent pitched in an open field over a sawdust-covered patch of earth.  There I saw precisely the same phenomena again and heard the same explanations for it.  
Strangely, the church of my childhood looked down on such chaotic experiences in worship and emotional confessions of faith, yet aspired to celebrations of faith that always were more emotional than rational.  No one ever said it out loud, as far as I can remember, but every one knew that if there is not a bit of weeping and moaning in religious experiences, there probably is not much religion present.  So, there were always people in worship who tried to whip up their emotions if, for some reason, emotionalism did not emerge naturally.  After all, no one in that church could abide the thought that any one else might be more spiritual than them.  And, emotions could prove spiritual superiority; or so the idea went.
As I look back on it, I realize that a major sub-theme in the spiritual journey of my life is that of a proper balance between reason and emotion in the life of faith and a consideration of what each has to do with the gift of God’s Spirit.  For many years, I over-reacted to emotions-dominated worship experiences by pursuing public expressions of faith that were almost exclusively rational.  But, of course, a totally rational expression of faith is no more natural than one drenched only in emotions.
  Sometimes our compensations for the absence of one or the other—emotions or reason—have been laughable.  Because many of our peers have placed such a premium on emotional expressions as the surest signs of the Spirit of God in our lives and disdained the idea that thinking could be a legitimate spiritual discipline, repeatedly some of us have sought to whip up feelings that did not arrive naturally. I remember, as if it were yesterday, a Pentecost Sunday in this sanctuary when we tried to program some of our young people to engage in a dance of Pentecost. And, they did their best to dramatize an uninhibited celebration of Pentecost, dancing around this altar and pulpit while waving yellow, orange, and red crepe paper streamers meant to look like leaping tongues of fire.  You know, though, that the only thing worse than mindless enthusiasm is an attempt to fake meaningful enthusiasm.  Honestly, on that particular Sunday several years ago, the appearance of authentic spiritual abandonment was compromised significantly when the young people involved had to pause and look for the guidance of their leaders to know what they were to do next to look spontaneous.
Well, it is Pentecost Sunday again—the day on which we celebrate the gift and power of God’s spirit.  Even a quick glance at the scriptures for today reveals an intense emotional element in the experience that took place in Jerusalem during 
the observation of the first Jewish festival of Pentecost to take place after the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Indeed, on that occasion, some of the onlookers accused celebrants of the gift of God’s Spirit of having consumed too much wine too early in the day.
            Frankly, though, what happened that day in Jerusalem does not tell us all that we need to know about the impact of God’s spirit in people’s lives.  Yes, emotions ran deep and emotional expressions attracted public attention on that day—so much so that people today confuse emotionalism with religion.  But, the whole experience is radically misunderstood if it is considered only from the perspective of the emotions present.  For that reason and the other concerns that I already have mentioned, I see Pentecost Sunday in 2006 as an opportune moment to launch an investigation—to heed the admonition taken from the Bible and spread across the cover of today’s printed order of worship: “Test the spirits to see whether they are from God!” 
Testing the spirits is important.  Intense emotions exist well outside the realm of genuine religion and personal expressions of faith as well as within them.  Apart from that recognition, we would be forced to conclude that among the most profound religious experiences in life are listening to a John Philip Sousa march on the Fourth of July or attending a football game on a late fall evening in “death valley” when LSU is playing Old Miss or watching a Broadway production that drains us of almost every emotion within us.  But, look, the spirit of patriotism, the spirit of school loyalty, and the spirit of aesthetic appreciation are not to be confused with the Holy Spirit, God’s Spirit.  It is right to inquire of ourselves what kind of spirit is propelling us and what kind of spirit is moving others lest we mistake a bad case of indigestion or a moment of depression or a wonderful night of entertainment as either the presence or absence of the Spirit of God in our lives.
So, what does happen when people experience the presence of God’s Spirit?  To be sure, sometimes there is an eruption of ecstatic joy.  But, at other times, the Spirit of God fills people with a profound solemnity or a silence born of a peace that defies understanding.  
In the present as in the first century, personal and congregational responses to God’s Spirit can look like utter foolishness if not downright drunkenness—as people rush into a dangerous situation believing they can reconcile enemies, as an individual resigns a job with a six-figure salary to devote her life to helping people who don’t have one red cent to give in response for the help, as a small group in a racially-divided community commits itself to easing tensions and erasing discrimination, and a man enters the realm of public service believing that structures of society can be made sources of healing and help in struggling communities. Those spirit-prompted actions also elicit comments like “They are crazy” or “They must have had too much to drink.” Let’s be honest; it is not always easy to distinguish between fantasy and faith, between a spiritual vision and a 
personal delusion, between an exalted emotional experience and a profound religious experience, between heightened sensitivities and compassion evoked by God’s Spirit and self-induced emotional binges whipped up in an effort to defy good reason and escape reality.  
Testing the Spirit is an act of spiritual wisdom.  As a professor-friend of mine liked to say, when looking at the presence of God’s Spirit in people’s lives, the truth resides not in how high they jump but in how straight they walk when they hit the ground.  
Looking at what happened to the spirit-saturated community described in the book of Acts gives us great insight into the best evidence that people have been blessed by God’s Spirit.  It is an incredible story.  
As a result of the presence of God’s Spirit, diverse people came together in a community of intense fellowship.  They pooled their resources, they resolved to care for each other, and they set aside individuals charged with the responsibility of seeing to it that those among them with little voice and even less influence were never left out of a daily distribution of food and other goods.  Engaged by God’s Spirit, a powerful leader named Saul renounced his vocation of persecution of religious people unlike himself and dedicated himself to a work of affirmation, education, and mission so new that it required his taking a new name.  As a result of grappling with the Spirit of God in his life, in a remarkable moment of dynamic transformation, the apostle Peter changed his mind about who could be considered God’s people.  God’s Spirit erased racial prejudice and catapulted its former chief advocates into the work of reconciliation that opened the door to fellowship between Gentiles and Hebrews, Christians and Jews.  Instructed by God’s Spirit, leaders of this movement of integration altered their opinions on the spiritual efficacy of dietary laws and willingly changed their previously life-long understanding of ritual cleanliness and personal righteousness.  When the early Christian community found itself divided by conflicting opinions, rather than harden differing points of view and divide the fellowship, leaders moved by the Spirit of God convened a council that they would not adjourn until they found a means to live together with mutual respect and communal peace.  The Spirit of God opened the eyes of Christians to the poorest people in their communities and inspired the first missionaries to give priority to collecting an offering for the poor in every city they visited.
Do you see?  Celebrating the Spirit of God may involve dancing, laughing, and getting together for public worship.  But, if the celebration stops there, a question remains as to whether or not the prompter was God’s Spirit or something else.  Of this we can be sure, where God’s Spirit prevails, faith finds expression in action, love takes up the causes of the unloved and refuses to tolerate prejudice and discrimination, and people abstain from making peace with destructive divisions.  Though emotions may at times run wild in the presence of God’s Spirit, sometimes the surest sign of God’s Spirit is the gift of reason and wisdom that facilitates reconciliation or the gift of calming comfort that stills a raw, pulsating grief and engenders hope or the gift of creative insight into how to resolve a difficulty that others have considered unsolvable or the gift of mutual respect combined with communal compassion that allows diverse people who apart from the Spirit could never get along with one another to come together, led by the Spirit, and form a church that exists in the world as the contemporary presence of Christ.
When the apostle Paul reflected on the concern at the center of today’s sermon, he came to a remarkable conclusion.  He, too, had wondered about how to distinguish the presence of God’s Spirit from the influence of other factors of motivation in people’s lives that could be mistaken as religious in nature.  This great thinker summed up the matter in a piece of correspondence sent to the early Christians residing in Galatia.  I cannot overstate the importance of his divinely-inspired observations.  The consequences, the results, the gifts, of God’s Spirit, according to the apostle Paul, are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Look carefully here.  The results of being filled with God’s Spirit are not religious exhibitionism, a sense of spiritual elitism, acts of personal indulgence, attitudinal arrogance, or an attempted escape from society disguised as piety.  Every indicator of the presence of God’s Spirit cited in scripture is ethical in nature, compassionate beyond measure, and relevant to the general welfare of all society.
The people who jumped on Pentecost Sunday and interacted with each other with such happiness that those who didn’t understand thought they were drunk were the people who, on subsequent days, hit the ground with a resolve to walk straight and change the world for the better.  So will it always be among people moved by God’s Spirit.  And that is why the gift of God’s Spirit is so indispensable in the life of our church and in our lives individually.  










O God whether experienced amid confusion such as that in a crowded room in which someone has yelled, “Fire!” or in the exuberance of an ecstatic dance during which no one can tell whether the dancers are dedicated to religion or exhibition or in the desperation associated with trying to find something to hold to while feeling the world is rapidly dropping from beneath our feet or in a service of worship in which we suddenly realize that what is happening is more than was planned and all involved are caught up in something bigger and better than any one in or all of those in the congregation or sitting quietly alone contemplating how to take the next step while feeling no energy even to get up much less to move again, we need your Spirit to strengthen us, comfort us, invigorate us, and give us peace.  I hope that is not too much to ask on this Pentecost Sunday.  Our prayer is that we will receive the Spirit you provide and live in that Spirit today even as in all the days of our lives.  Amen.  
 


